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      The world. Frozen still.

      And upside-down?

      Like the two-lane road several feet above Jake Walker. That dark asphalt rolled forward like a dead-tired dog’s tongue—and just as smelly. As smelly as Poo Poo—his little corgi back home in his studio apartment.

      So yeah, as smelly as the wind gusting against his back. Wind flapping his loose tee wildly—loose thanks to losing over fifteen pounds recently. Wind suddenly carrying the strong smell of freshly chewed strawberry gum.

      Weird.

      Weirder than how the clear blue sky was now below him. How his slip-on boots of dark-brown leather suddenly seemed so much heavier. Heavy toward the sky. Not the ground.

      And now. Not a car in sight.

      Not a single one parked along the concrete sidewalks along either side of the road. None.

      Not another person either—despite a whole few blocks before the road ended at the twin oak doors of the pale-gray-stone chapel. Its upside-down steeples. More like a cluster of fangs. Stone fangs worthy of some kind of monster rabbit. Decorated here and there with little colorful panes of painted glass.

      The dead center of the afternoon in downtown Fredericksburg ... Virginia. The state for lovers or something like that but no. Jake hadn’t had a lover in decades—despite moving to the state a few years ago. Not since his childhood sweetheart and best friend rejected him for the football captain after their high school years together.

      Never mind back then Jake was also voted least likely to ever have a James Bond lifestyle—a vote proved very wrong over the next decade. The stories he could tell ... and weren’t allowed to ... still.

      Why was he thinking of that? Everything upside-down and yet ...

      Wait. The chapel. It should be behind Jake. Not in front.

      And along the last block ... along both sides of the street. The line of colorful two-story townhouses. Townhouses built from wood as creaky old as the tales his grandma spun each and every Christmas. He just finished that block only a few several moments ago. Crossed the one-way road cutting across the two-laner.

      Only moments ago ... what was Jake doing?

      Oh yeah.

      Walking down the sidewalk. A few feet ahead of him. A small pouch of a bookbag. Shiny neon red. Thin pink stretchy straps. Strapped tight to the back of some really lovely looking college girl. A gorgeously long-haired blonde college girl. Jogging briskly in a neon-pink two-piece sports bikini and glowingly-bright neon-pink sneakers.

      Moments ago she had jogged passed him.

      Just as a few sudden snaps. The bookbag fell off her. Tight straps had snapped—broken.

      Yet his training from decades ago kicked in for some reason—and he caught the bookbag. Called out to the beautiful blonde college girl—who must not have heard him and kept jogging.

      Until he dashed up to her and tapped her shoulder and ... ack!

      Now. The world spun again. Spinning fast. So fast.

      The sky. It spread wide. Blue. In front of him? What the ... the wind still gusted against his back.

      Until—bang!

      His back. The concrete sidewalk. Pain. Serious. Aching. Pain. Blood-in-mouth pain.

      And a realization.

      Someone had flipped him over. Quick and skillfully.

      Least a soft slim arm saved his head—and only his head. Only for a moment too. Before it too slipped away. His head clunking against the ground. Not the first fall he suffered through and certainly not the last.

      Least he didn’t let go of the bookbag—even when his head clunked against the concrete.

      And stars ... stars ... stars twinkling as much as a starry dark night—despite it being the middle of the bright and sunny afternoon. A steaming hot afternoon. The mugginess not helping one bit either.

      The beautiful blonde college girl gasped. Still out of his sight.

      “Oh. My. Gawd,” she said. “I. am. SO sorry!”

      From the bubbly sound of her candy-sweet voice she crouched close to but beyond his head and vision. Not that it mattered. It seemed like his head was swimming through sludge.

      “Reflex,” she said. “Sorry. Quick self-defense reflex. That’s all. I ...”

      More like assassin reflex. Damn was she skilled. As skilled as Jake used to be. As some of the better assassins for that secret society of crime and terror known as Manticore, or even the secret crime organization known as Mantis ... no. Not important. Not now.

      This college girl was just another beautiful college girl.

      That’s all.

      So whimpering Jake lifted her bookbag. The straps dangled down, on the sidewalk beside his chest.

      Obviously the straps had snapped broken. Why ... who knew?

      Why the bookbag was amazingly heavy ... like there was a weight or two in it, despite its small size so—with a wobbling grip—Jake managed to dangle the bookbag over himself, over toward the college girl.

      “Lost ... bookbag ... delivery,” Jake said. “To a Miss ...”

      “Ooo!” the girl said. “Oops! Happened again. I really need to get a new bag but ... sigh,. I’m Petra and ...”

      Suddenly a roller skater zoomed up to his other side. Passed his head.

      But ... there hadn’t been any sign of anyone else in either direction other than Petra⁠—

      “Yoink!”
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      Yoink?

      Spoken by another girl? Less bubbly voiced and far less candy-sweet voiced than the beautiful blonde Petra near Jake and his head.

      Stars still filled his vision. His whole entire vision. The bright blue sky above him. It twinkled full of too many fake little dotty stars. The even brighter afternoon sun forced Jake to squint up rather than stare anywhere but no.

      The store to his side. A wide white sign unreadable from this low close angle hung over the entrance.

      Jake had been flipped in front of the entrance then.

      The sign was framed by colorful light bulbs. None of which were on now. And a pair of square glass displays. Jake recognized those white silky lace dresses within the displays. Years, if not decades there and yet still as pricy as ever.

      Even the smell.

      Despite the freshly chewed strawberry gum from Petra. The stink of freshly laid asphalt.

      Loads and loads of ancient clothing mustiness out did them completely here.

      How ... a miracle in itself.

      Kinda like how he survived so many missions to stop Manticore or other trouble.

      The glass displays even formed a short hallway to the front door. A short hallway just wide enough to fit a cubby but tall person with their arms spread wide out. That hallway couldn’t even be seen except when you were right in front of it. Like a secret hallway. Almost.

      So that’s where the roller skater must have hid. Least for a while.

      Jake tried to glance toward that other girl. The roller skater.

      But his aching body refused to budge. Yet. The concrete sidewalk. So scolding hot now. Frying hot now. His back. Like the best kind of French fries fried to the crispy death now.

      Not exactly the best landing spot. Or bed. But alive was better than not.

      (Usually.)

      An instant later it happened.

      That other girl. She snatched the bookbag from Jake. Ripping it out of his hand. Opposite side of Petra.

      That deep zoom of her roller skates. She passed Petra an instant later.

      “Hey!” Petra said. “No! No! No! Give that back! I need it!”

      Uh huh. Jake’s gone this far.

      Time to push even further.

      So clenching his teeth Jake arched his aching back. Ignoring the pain screaming at him he scanned the upside-down world behind him.

      Just empty sidewalk? To the one-laner street and beyond. To the chapel.

      No sign of the roller skating thief?

      What in the ...

      Just as a business card fluttered down. Right in front of his face.

      A white business card. One with an all-too-familiar symbol—a golden circle with a barbed hook end on the top—like a toupee—and two big black triangular eyes.

      The emblem of Manticore? Here?

      What in the ...
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      Back on his feet Jake had to admit to himself he was out of training to say the least.

      No matter how much his body still ached  all over ... down the concrete sidewalk—either direction and either side—not a single sign of anyone. No one.

      Only Jake and Petra here.

      For the moment.

      No doubt someone somewhere was watching them. From a window. From a darkened store. Somewhere within the block. Or where the whole entire block could be watched.

      Manticore was like that. Exactly like that.

      Sure a camera could be used but with generative AI nowadays the video could be faked all-too-easily as well.

      Why the two-lane road was emptier than his bank account before payday. Not that his data analyst job  nowadays paid all that well. Better than nothing—least until his art skills got good enough to cover some bills. So a few more years at the very least.

      Never mind the stray one-way one-laners. They cut across the two-laner and made blocks at regular intervals.

      All very much empty.

      Strange.

      Very strange.

      Even for Manticore. Normally he’d get attacked by gang of thugs. Least by now.

      The bells of chapel even started dinging their hourly jiggle. Reminding everyone within hearing range it was 1500, or 3 PM, the dead center of the afternoon here in downtown Fredericksburg, but weird how empty the area was.

      Usually there was a little traffic. A stray person or two, at the very least.

      Not completely and utterly empty. Even now. At the least busy time of the day.

      No.

      This place was almost as empty as nighttime. Dead center of nighttime on a weekday early in the week. The emptiest time ever, as Jake discovered back a couple of years ago, back when he needed to grab a late night snack and nothing was open, not even a late night convenience store.

      Something was off ... but what?

      Beside Jake poor Petra was on her knees, and damn, looking down at Petra ... well, from her big blue eyes down to her lightly tanned thighs, wow, compared to those gorgeous big-breasted blondes generated by AI found everywhere online, well, Petra had them all beat in every way possible, in the best ways possible.

      Including the chest.

      Gulp was awkwardly right.

      Her two-piece sports bikini left almost nothing to the imagination either. That neon-pink spandex even seemed to glow as bright as her blue eyes. That her golden hair flowed straight down to the nap of her back. How her hair covered more of her than her spandex sports bikini ... along with those neon-pink running sneakers ...

      A glance over the Manticore business card ... on its back ... the word “JOE” ...

      A name? What the ... and then a dash and the name “Petra.”

      Jake slipped the Manticore business card into his right pocket. His shorts should be loose enough that it wouldn’t be obvious that he had it in there.

      “You know a Joe?” Jake said. “Or ...”

      “Or what?” Petra said. “That bag
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